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Abstract 
The paper is devoted to the experimental learning using Storyline approach for linguistic students of Faculty of Foreign 
Languages of Tomsk State University. We consider an optimal design of a story setting in business context and define target 
skills assigned to the whole story. We present the results of experimental learning in a group of adult linguistic students and 
analyse the impact of the Storyline methodology on different components of communicative competence development. Finally 
we suggest some pedagogical implications for more effective teaching. 
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1. Introduction 
Today we live in a world where we can easily get access to any information through the Internet. Students should 
be taught to gain skills necessary to find information for themselves, to communicate their ideas in many different 
ways, think imaginatively, solve problems and learn how to learn (Gural, 2007; Obdalova, 2009). 
In this paper we examine the experimental learning with the Storyline methodology in the EFL context in 
students’ linguistic group. We study the effectiveness of this method in developing students’ communicative 
competence within the frames of Business English course. 
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2. Methodology 
2.1. History 
The Storyline approach was developed by a small group of staff tutors of then Jordanhill College of Education, 
Glasgow, Scotland – now the Faculty of Education of University of Strathclude. Steve Bell, Sallie Harkness and 
Fred Rendell were among them. This method was the result of a more integrated approach to the curriculum which 
was divided into many small segments. The emphasis was on creating an appropriate classroom context in which 
students would learn the specified skills and would acquire favourable attitudes to learning (Bell, Harkness, 2007). 
The Storyline method provided practical implementation strategies and is sequential thus ensuring progression as 
the chosen topic unfolds. A key feature of Storyline approach is the very positive way in which it is built on 
students’ existing experience and knowledge. One of the most important factors is the degree of student 
involvement, both imaginatively and in practical problem solving. The Storyline method poses problems and asks 
questions rather than giving students readymade answers to questions they have never asked. What attracts most is 
that the students and the teacher explore ideas together. The approach uses the environment and social subjects as a 
stimulus to explore, using arts and language as a means of discussing, describing and explaining. Research and 
reference skills are extended as students are encouraged to search for answers and information in various ways. All 
these things enable the process of review and evaluation when the Storyline is completed. 
The essential elements of the Storyline topic are setting, characters and events. The unfolding narrative provides 
a structure and logic to curricula connections. The most important thing here is key questions. They together with 
the content give the student opportunities to develop understanding and skills. The critical elements of a Storyline 
unit are: 
x setting the scene in a particular time and place; 
x people and/or animals; 
x a way of  life to investigate; 
x real problems to be solved. 
The development of the Storyline unit by the teachers and students is guided by the following features: 
x The topic line is a logical progression and a narrative sequence. 
x The topic writer sets out key questions within each episode all the students must address 
x Each key question relates to the particular episode of the narrative.  
x Each episode can be developed and investigated. 
x Each student will reach different levels within each key question and will return to the Storyline for the next 
question (Cresswell, 1997; Mitchell L., 2012; Mitchell P., 2013). 
2.2. Participants and Course Design 
The experimental learning was designed and implemented with the students of Foreign Languages Faculty, 
Tomsk State University, Russia. It was a Business English course which is taught within 15 weeks, one session a 
week for the 3d year students who get their second University degree. Students in this group had different 
University degrees and were adult learners with various linguistic levels and life experiences. There were seven 
learners in a group.  
The major goal of the Course was to develop special skills: problem-solving, creativity, ability to negotiate and to 
explain things in an understandable way. To approach these learning objectives we implemented the methodology of 
Storyline. 
2.3. Procedure 
According to Storyline teaching, the teacher is now not a figure of authority, the person who had power because 
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of superior knowledge, but a partner and moderator. This new role requires not passing on knowledge to the learners 
using textbooks, but creating content cooperatively, focusing on the process.  
In teaching Business English to students of Foreign Languages Faculty it is not only about a foreign language but 
also about some specific phenomena they never experienced before. So, key questions play an important role in 
creating the context of the story, stimulating the learners’ prior knowledge and addressing business context. 
Performing the role of facilitator, the teacher should begin the implementation of the teaching model with 
Storyline method by designing good questioning techniques, sometimes even by giving an example. Before we 
approach our experimental learning, Sallie Harkness and Steve Bell, the authors of Storyline methodology, ran a 
seminar at Tomsk State University, where the teaching staff of the Faculty of Foreign Languages took part. Based 
on that experience we designed a Business English Course (BEC) for our learners. At the beginning of our course, 
we shared with the students our personal feelings about this methodology and described its features. We illustrated 
the advantages of the method by making an example of our own experience in the seminar, which showed that due 
to this method of teaching English a trivial topic, e.g. “Family”, can turn out to be exciting discovery learning even 
for those who are quite experienced users of the language.  
So, during the introductory session we told the students how we worked on topics “Family” and “Travelling” in 
the seminar. What is special about this method is that each participant is engaged in the process of creating his own 
character, biography, appearance and relationships, which make you live the lives of these characters. The teacher’s 
responsibility was to prove that this is not a children’s game but a serious and entertaining process they can be 
involved in. Then, the theme was introduced. For this course it was “Negotiations”, because it is one of the most 
difficult Storyline topics in Business English. The teacher as a facilitator is to design the “line” of the story, the 
chapters of the story, and the students’ responsibility is to create, develop the story, and to fill it with details and 
emotions. When the story unfolds the students create the characters that bring the story to life. The line is designed 
in a series of key questions, which are shaped by the teacher. Students created their characters meeting for 
negotiations coming from different countries and different cultures. After the discussion in a class the students 
created their characters using a simple collage technique. Each student created their own character and provided a 
name and a simple biography. Having established characters and setting the story now progressed through some 
events or incidents.  
The way they chose the countries was also very interesting, because they could use their own vision of the 
countries, the way people communicate there. And the most dramatic episode was when something went wrong in 
negotiations and the students already living the lives of their characters had to cope with all that. What has 
happened? What could cause it? Who is responsible? The way students dealt with all that was impressive, and they 
felt that being active in their own learning helps them to progress. 
What the learners liked about their learning was their ability to use arts and to think of different ways of telling 
their stories, thus, this led them off on various learning experiences. They created dramatic role-plays to show 
different approaches to business from different socio cultural perspectives, showing various clashes between oriental 
and Western cultures. The students drew pictures of the negotiating room, designed clothes, made business cards, 
and behaved in a way typical of their cultures. The culminating moment of the story was a farewell dinner between 
the participants. The most fascinating experience was when the students forgot about the frames of the class and had 
their own ownership of this project. 
This procedure was repeated in two more settings: 
x Designing a shopping mall. 
x Designing a business centre. 
At the end of one story students become aware of what they achieved during unfolding of the story.  
2.4. Results 
At the 1st stage students experienced fear and some negative emotions. They lacked words and the situation 
seemed artificial to them. But within some time they felt more confident, more natural and started using, as they 
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said, the vocabulary that was complicated for them at the very beginning of the course.  
The instrument for data collection was an interview that the students had at the end of the course. Each student 
had to answer such question as: 
x What skills did you improve during the course? 
x What skills did you acquire during the course? 
x Did you enjoy the learning process using the storyline method? 
x What were your feelings before and after the experimental learning? 
According to the interview, all the students demonstrated eagerness and satisfaction with the Storyline 
methodology. Their oral speech became more fluent and free.  
During the experimental learning we focused on general and specific target skills assigned to the Business 
English course (Table 1).  
Table 1. Students’ self-assessment of target skills 
Students Discussion Note taking Speaking Listening Ability to negotiate Other 
1 ٧ ٧ ٧ ٧ ٧  
2 ٧  ٧ ٧ ٧  
3 ٧ ٧ ٧  ٧ ٧ 
4  ٧ ٧ ٧ ٧ ٧ 
5 ٧ ٧ ٧    
6  ٧ ٧ ٧ ٧ ٧ 
7 ٧  ٧ ٧  ٧ 
 
We see that 57% of the students acquired other skills, 70% of the students improved their skills of discussion, 
note taking, listening and ability to negotiate. 100% of the students noted that they improved their speaking skills.  
The ability to negotiate was one of the target specific skills in the frames of Business English course, and 70% of 
the students specified the development in their communicative competence of this skill.  We consider this happened 
due to the implementation of the Storyline methodology.  
In this way we could cover different curriculum aspects and could master various skills, e.g. discussion, listening, 
note-taking, ability to communicate and negotiate. All these stories could offer opportunities to explore different 
cultures, to create various advertisements and find solutions to problems that might arise. For example, designing a 
mall we could encounter different episodes of communication with customers, writing letters of complaint and so 
on. 
Based on our experimental learning, we have come up with the idea that from the point of view of developing 
this method in the context of EFL teaching we should divide the Storyline setting into three stages: 
1. Introduction, where students are given the task about the setting of the story and key questions. 
2. Practice, where they discuss the story, talk about imaginary characters, use arts to produce a collage. 
3. Performing, when during unfolding of the story, students present their characters and actually tell the story. 
3. Conclusion 
During the experimental learning we have come to the conclusion that the Storyline method can be an effective 
strategy for a foreign language learning and teaching. The context created provides a lot of opportunities for the 
students to use all their senses, develop their skills in thinking creatively, speaking, listening, discussing, describing, 
explaining their own ideas using topic-related vocabulary, and behaving verbally and non-verbally in accordance 
with the communicative situations.  
The Storyline method has proved that it can cover different curriculum aspects and suit different academic 
contexts within foreign language courses, particularly Business English. It promotes developing all communicative 
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skills in learners, their cultural awareness and situation related behavior. Students feel that Storyline approach is not 
only about skills and knowledge but also about feelings and attitudes. 
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